4                        CHEMICAL THEORIES AND LAWS.
In the early centuries of the Christian era life was more sombre and less harmonious than in the days of the Greeks. Fearless delight in living was being exchanged for a brooding sense of mystery; miracle and magic were taking the place of intellectual speculation.
^Working in metals and other processes, wherein specific substances seemed to go out of existence and others to be created in their places, began to be looked on as encroachments on the powers of the Creator, as dangerous wanderings from the ordered paths whereby alone legitimate knowledge could be gained. But such processes were fascinating; they were fascinating to the speculative intellect, and attractive to the practical instincts of men, because they might lead to methods for changing the inferior metals into gold, that is to say, to methods for gaming power and pleasure. In these centuries there was a considerable amount of knowledge of chemical manufactures; but the receipts for conducting these manufactures which have come to us are constantly mixed with directions for performing magical processes. Expiring paganism collected weapons from all armouries; to those which it drew from the mystical doctrines of Egypt, where the sacred art had long been practised, the Christian apologists opposed the weapon of their own mysticism. Hence sprung a strange and hybrid crop of doctrines. Berthelot (I. c., p. 2) says that alchemy rested partly on the industrial processes of the ancient Egyptians, partly on the speculative theories of the Greek philosophers, and partly on the mystical reveries of the Gnostics and the Alexandrians.
A theory of the world was gradually developed on the fundamental conception of the unity of all things. Beneath the changes which seem to occur everywhere and in everything, there must be, it was said, some unchanging and unchangeable essence. A hidden thread of unity must run through all phenomena. To find that unchangeable essence, to discover that secret binding unity, became the quest of alchemy,1 the art which rested on the conception of the one and the all. If the one
11 do not propose to discuss the origin of the names chemistry and alchemy.